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The Annals of Tigernach (AT) and Chronicon Scotorum (CS) record the same catalogue of events, although the CS dates them to 660. Furthermore, CS locates the earthquake in Ireland rather than in Britain. However, the agreement of AU and AT suggests that they best preserve the original wording of their common ancestor in this matter, so that the so-called 'Iona Chronicle' had probably loca-ted this event in Britain. 2 One may also prefer this reading on the grounds that is the lectio difficilior, that is, that it is hard to understand why an Irish editor or copyist might have changed an original reference to Ireland to one to Britain, although it is easy to understand how the opposite might have occurred.
How reliable is the claim of the 'Iona Chronicle' that Britain experienced an earthquake in 664? There are two reasons to doubt its accuracy. First, it is immediately suspicious that Bede reveals no knowledge whatsoever of this earthquake. Writing c.731, he records the occurrence of both the eclipse and the plague in 664, but omits to mention the earthquake (HE iii 27):
Eodem autem anno dominicae incarnationis DCLX the specific mention of the earthquake also in 664, especially when such combinations of events were regarded as important indications that the end of the world was drawing near. 5 Whatever the case, the fact that he differs from the surviving witnesses to the 'Iona Chronicle' as to both the time and date of the eclipse is important here in that it reveals that he was drawing on an independent, presumably local, source for his annalistic material in this instance. 6 He was not merely drawing in a careless and partial way upon the 'Iona Chronicle', some version of which he undoubtedly possessed. 7 So the fact that he, or rather his local source, reveals no knowledge of this earthquake must encourage the suspicion that it had never occurred in the first place.
The second reason to doubt the accuracy of the 'Iona Chronicle' when it claims that Britain had suffered an earthquake in 664, is that this notice stands isolated among its other notices on this topic. AU records nine earthquakes in addition to that of 664, as follows: The compiler of the 'Iona Chronicle', or some later editor, copied the notices concerning the first three of these from the Chronicle of Marcellinus, but there is no reason to doubt that the rest came from native Irish sources and recorded events which occurred either in Ireland itself or in the Irish-controlled territory of western Scotland, including Iona. Three of the six notices explicitly record this fact. That the alleged earthquake of 664 in Britain is the only one so described, and does not occur as part of some larger sequence or series of notices recording earthquakes either 'in Brittania' or at more specific locations within Britain, raises the possibility that some error has occurred in the transmission of this notice, whether in the very identification of the event as an 'earthquake' or in its location. Such an error would not be without parallel within the earlier sections of the surviving Irish chronicles. 8 So what sort of notice might have been wrongly read in reference to an earthquake when it did not in fact refer to such? An example from a Byzantine chronicle will illustrate the sort of processes that may have also occurred in an Irish context. Writing c.814, the chronicler Theophanes records two events for the year AM 5812 (=AD 319/20), the rise of the Arian heresy in Alexandria in Egypt, and the occurrence there also of an earthquake:
In this year in Alexandria, Arius (from whom the madness is named) disclosed his own heresy before the congregation and brought about a schism, with the collusion of the devil, who was unable to look upon the peace of the Church. A most violent earthquake shook Alexandria, with many houses collapsing and considerable loss of life.
9
There are two problems with this alleged earthquake. The first is that none of the surviving sources for the fourth century mention it. It is particularly problematic that Eusebius of Caesarea does not seem to have mentioned it in his Chronicle which he concluded in 326, or so we may judge from the surviving witnesses to the same. 10 The second is that Alexandria was very rarely affected by earthquakes. It was never an epicentre itself, and usually comes to our attention only as one of the many towns which suffered during the most severe and widespread earthquake episodes. invented this earthquake as a result of his misunderstanding of the metaphorical language used by his source to describe the way in which Arius had 'shaken' the church at Alexandria. 12 He seems to have interpreted this to mean that God had sent an earthquake in order to punish the people of Alexandria for their toleration of this heretic.
I suggest that a similar process underlies the notice in the Irish annals concerning the earthquake of 664. A metaphorical reference to a disturbance in the church in Britain has been interpreted quite literally and taken to refer to an earthquake.
The proof of this lies in the fact that church in Britain did indeed suffer a major change in 664. At the so-called synod of Whitby, king Oswiu of Northumbria decided to favour the Dionysiac Easter table as used in Rome over the traditional Irish 84-year Easter table.
13
As a result, the community of Iona lost influence over the church there. So, from the point of view of a monk on Iona, the church in Britain, or Northumbria at least, was 'shaken' in 664 when bishop Colmán and all the other monks who refused to accept the Dionysiac Easter table either left or were expelled from Northumbria. 14 It is my suggestion, therefore, that the first compiler of the 'Iona Chronicle' misunderstood one of his sources, probably a contemporary entry in the margin of an Easter table. 15 This entry was brief to the point of obscurity, and in language vague enough to allow of several interpretations. The fact that it was read in reference to an earthquake (terrae motus) leads one to suspect that it may have contained some cognate of motus. Hence the original notice may have noted merely that there was a 'dispute' or 'disturbance' in Britain (commotatio in Brittania), or that the church in Britain was 'shaken' (ecclesia mota est in Brittania), so that anyone reading this notice at a later period may have been left at a loss to understand the exact nature of this disturbance or shaking. 16 The fact that Bede reveals no knowledge 260 Woods of the earthquake in Britain in 664 proves that compiler of the 'Iona Chronicle' has misunderstood something in one of his sources, even if one does not accept the proposal offered here. The next question is why he mistakenly took his source to refer to an earthquake in particular. Britain suffers relatively little seismic activity by international standards, but minor earthquakes do occur on a regular basis, especially in the more active seismic regions, such as the western Highlands of Scotland.
17
Ireland suffers far less seismic activity, indeed practically none. 18 The key point here is that Iona is situated in one of the most active seismic regions in the whole of Britain, and the pattern of earthquake activity recorded by the Irish annals for the period 685-740 rings true. A similar pattern of earthquakes must have affected the region long before 685. The obvious conclusion, therefore, is that the community on Iona began to record these earth--uakes in a systematic manner for the first time about 685, that is, that they developed about this time a document in which to record various noteworthy events as they occurred, a chronicle or set of annals. I suggest, therefore, that the compiler of the 'Iona Chronicle' was inclined to interpret the notice of a 'disturbance' in Britain in 664 as an earthquake because the earth tremor on Iona in 685 was still fresh in his mind. It has already been noted elsewhere that the Iona entries in the surviving Irish annals become much fuller from the 680s and that a series of precisely dated entries begins in 686. This, it has been argued, indicates that the 'Iona Chronicle' was only compiled from scattered earlier sources as a text in its own right during the 680s.
19
The present discovery reinforces this conclusion.
In summary, there was no earthquake in Britain in 664. The entries in the surviving Irish annals which appear to describe such all descend from a mistaken notice in the 'Iona Chronicle' whose compilator had misunderstood a notice describing the so-called synod of Whitby in 664 in reference to an earthquake. And that is why the 'Iona Chronicle' itself, or rather all the texts descended from it, seem to ignore this synod, despite its significance both for the history of christianity in Britain and, in particular, for the history of the community on Iona.
